
These comments appear in Twenty-six Spirituals and Folk Songs, collected by Dorothy Gray Bolton, who 
assembled and recorded more that 400 songs from Burge during her lifetime. The twenty-six which appear in 
the book are arranged for piano and voice by her grandson L. D. Bolton II, who also published the collection 
and included his grandmother’s comments as a forward to the book.  Copies of the book may be ordered from 
Bolton Press at contactus@boltonpress.com 
 
The value of the old Negro songs as American folk music has been well set forth by many writers and 
musicians, and it is now common knowledge how they came into existence, expressing the daily life, longings, 
and aspirations of the black people in our country. 
 
About twenty five years ago I realized “as each year carries away its number” of our old Negros, that with them 
something beautiful was passing out of our life forever, not only in the old Negroes themselves, but in their 
song, and I began to set down as many of their songs as I could before it should be too late.  The work of love 
and preservation that began then has continued through the years, and I am still collecting songs…I have come 
to the conclusion that I shall never be able to get all the songs that our plantation affords. 
 
Perhaps the richness of the source is due to the peculiar misfortunes of my family which left our plantation 
almost completely isolated with no white people on it for more than twenty years.  During this period no 
modern thing intruded itself upon the plantation, and no strangers.  The Negroes who always lived here stayed 
on, and their children and grandchildren, so that when we returned, we came home to those who really love us, 
and to the simplicity of long ago. 
 
While we were away the plantation was well looked after by Uncle George and Aunt Sidney, who reigned here 
as supremely as any African king and queen.  They kept order, and followed out the religious teaching of their 
youth, and the history of our place for peacefulness and utter lack of violence is unparalleled.  They also cared 
for our house with as much faithfulness and devotion as though my mother and grandmother were present to 
superintend  them, and never lost hope, or doubted that some day we would return.  Twenty years went by in 
which they never saw us, but when we came at last, not a pin was missing, and the house was spotlessly clean.  
Our dolls were laid away in bureau drawers, with broken tea sets and our baby clothes.  I recount all this 
because I owe my songs to this spirit of love and understanding, which was established in the beginning, and 
exists even now when there is so much misunderstanding between the races. 
 
It makes one weep to hear Aunt Sidney and Uncle George tell of how they mourned for us and worried about us 
during our long absence.  “Many is de night,” tells Uncle George, “dat my pillow was wet wid my tears, a 
mo’nin’ an’ a prayin’ fer my chillun’.” 
 
Once, when he was ill, I went to Atlanta with my husband.  We were delayed and did not get home until after 
dark.  My sister was watching over (then aged) Uncle George, and as the twilight gathered he grew very restless 
and kept raising himself in bed to look out of the window.  My sister tried to sooth him, and finally asked him 
what was the matter, and why he did not lie quiet, and he said: “When night’s a-comin’ on, I can’t rest content 
‘til all my chilluns is in de house.” 
 
During the dark days of the reconstruction period, and before the days of prohibition, on Saturday nights the 
Negroes who had been in town used to pass our house with loud laughter and yelling and singing.  We did not 
know that for years Uncle George had sat on our front steps with his shotgun on his knees, guarding us all night, 
and we should never have known , if it had not happened that one night my mother heard a slight noise on the 
porch.  When she opened the door and saw Uncle George, he made light of it lest she should be anxious, and 
said apologetically that, “he jes thought he’d set a while.” 
 
Burge Plantation has been in our family six generations.  My grandfather Burge was a good master, and he is 
held in affectionate veneration by the few old Negroes that can remember him.  He died before the Civil War, 
but my grandmother lived to be quite old, and the relation between her and the Negroes was inexpressibly 



beautiful and tender.  In her journal, part of which was published some years ago by the Century Company, she 
mourns over and over again for her black boys who were carried away by Sherman’s army, wondering on rainy 
nights where they arfe and what they are doing, and grieving lest they are not handled with kindness, those boys 
who had never known a harsh word. 
 
My father was a minister and gave his loving service to Black as well as White.  Sometimes a Negro, a stranger 
to me, will speak to me on the road or in town, and ask timidly if I am my fathers’s daughter, and say in 
worshipful tones: “Your Pa preached my Grandpa’s funeral – or married me – or baptized me.” 
 
The life of the Negroes on Burge Plantation is bound up in the soil, as is ours.  Side by side the generations have 
been born there, have drawn their nourishment from the land, have died, and returned to it.  Those Negroes who 
are left have common memories with ours – they remember our dear ones who have passed on, as we remember 
theirs.  When they sing their songs they remember us as children following them in the fields and singing with 
them, or riding home with them in the evening on the wagons piled high with cotton.  They remember us 
standing on the chairs that held their ironing boards, always singing, or sitting in the kitchen, or around their 
cabin fires listening to the same Uncle Remus stories that are now read by children all over the world, but 
before Mr. Harris’s wonderful book was printed. 
 
I have explained to our Negroes what the old songs stand for in their lives, and their responsibility to remember, 
to teach them to their children, and to hand them down to the future; and so they search their memories for 
verses long forgotten. 
 
They love to come and spend an evening with us singing, and it is a very special event when they can bring me 
a song I haven’t had, or words that I’ve asked for, and they could not at first remember.  Thus it is that I am able 
to contribute these fragments that might have been lost. 
 
If there is any value here, “any virtue, or any praise,” it goes to these dear people who have given me the songs, 
particularly Aunt Sidney who sang them to me in my cradle, to Josie and Johnnie, to Emma and Teamie, to 
Indy, and many others, but especially to the spirit of Burge Plantation which has been handed down to us like 
the mantle of Elijah. 
 
It is almost as difficult to grasp the Negro song, which is a fluid, flexible thing, and put it down in cold print, as 
it is for an artist to seize a mood or aspect in the human face, or in a landscape, and transfer it to canvas.  Being 
an expression of emotion, the song is almost never sung in exactly the same way, even by the same person, 
either as to words or expression, and the same songs are sung a little differently in different parts of the country.  
All of the words of a song are seldom if ever known by one person.  It would be the same thing to ask people 
anywhere in the North for the words of “Nearer My God to Thee,” or “America.”   Some of them would know 
one verse, and some another. 
 
I have tried to collect all the words to every song that I could, but it is not at all uncommon for a verse or 
couplet to be used in several different songs.  For example in both “Tell Me Who Built the Ark” and in “Ole 
Ark A’Movin’,” we find 
 
“God called Norah f’om de mountain top, 
Commanded ole Norah ter build his ark.” 
 
and again in both songs 
 
“God told Norah, by de rainbow sign 
No mo’ water – but fire next time.” 
 
In “Ole Ark A’Movin’” we have 



 
Stop right still and steady yo’se’f 
God’s gwine ter move dis ark hisse’f” 
 
and find the same couplet in “Don’t God’s Chillum Hab A Hahd Time,” and so on. 
   
But I’ve put them in every song in which I’ve found them, at the risk of being wearisome, for these songs are a 
true copy from the laborious script of the Negroes themselves, or as I took them down from their lips.  Here I 
found a great temptation, to add just a word, or take one away, to make two lines rhyme where all the rest of the 
song rhymed, or to correct the meter, but refrained from doing so. 
 
If I had known that even then there had been at least two collections of Negro songs published, I should have 
bought the books with great pleasure, and not given a thought to preserving the songs of our plantation, and 
could I have forseen how many more collections would be published, I am very sure that I should not have 
troubled about ours. 
 
But I had collected so many songs before I found out that my labor of love and preservation was 
supererogatory, that I had become somewhat tainted by the collector’s mania, and had become ambitious to 
write down all the songs we have.  I believe now that the source is inexhaustible, and that if I publish my 
collection at all, it is quite useless to wait until I get all the songs that even our plantation affords.  I have made 
my index, and then unmade it to add more songs, many times. 
 
I offer my collection especially to poets and musicians, hoping they may find inspiration in these primitive 
words and melodies, for the value of my collection is that it is as nearly photographic as I could make it.  I have 
not even been concerned with being consistent as to dialect and spelling, but only with setting down each song 
exactly as I heard it at that particular time from that particular Negro.  That some Negroes are more educated 
than others, and that the same Negro uses more dialect at one time or another, will account for the 
discrepancies. 
 
Dorothy Gray Bolton 
Burge Plantation 
Newton County, Georgia 
1928 
  


